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   EVERY Friday, Pallav Nadhani takes time out from running his own company, to sift through proposals received by Seeders, Kolkata’s first ever technology incubation centre. 
   At the new facility set up by the 26-year-old entrepreneur and his partner Abhishek Rungta, entrepreneurs eager to raise cash and find space have been plying the duo with business plans, in sectors ranging from e-commerce to healthcare services, information and infrastructure management. 
   Seeders, with an initial corpus of 2 crore, is part of a slew of such networks springing up across the country that aim to provide money and mentoring for very early stage companies. This includes a 40-member group of angel investors in Hyderabad as well as technology product incubator, i2India, which has kicked off operations in Bangalore. 
   Also being set up is the country’s first crowdfunding network by Springboard Ventures, called GrowVC, which will aggregate capital from multiple investors and channel it to very young startups across sectors including retail, clean technology, IT, telecom and social entrepreneurship. 
   These new ventures aim at a gap in the Indian entrepreneurial ecosystem, where less money is directed at start-ups who are looking to turn raw ideas into functioning businesses. In developed markets such as the US, around 3.5 lakh angel investors have put in up to $ 30 billion every year. In India, only about 1% of the total funds invested makes it to early stage companies. 
   “There is no one to give the first 1-2 crore to a young company,” says Dr B Ramesh Babu, managing director of Medwin Hospitals and a founding member of the Hyderabad Angels. 
   The problem is also exacerbated when entrepreneurs baulk at ceding significant control over their companies at a very early stage in return for such cash. “At pre-revenue stage, the investor is taking a lot of risk, and expects to get control over 30-40% of a company that he funds,” says Gaurav Saraf, director of Epiphany Ventures, an earlystage venture capital firm that typically invests about $ 2 million in such start-ups. 
   Entrepreneurs, wary of giving away control at an early stage, fall-back instead on a network of family and friends, a move that can stymie future growth. “Angels operating individually can mostly invest up to 25 lakh in a single company,” says Mr Babu, who feels most start-ups that need further assistance, such as contacts, mentoring and cash to reach the next stage of growth, are left floundering at this stage. 
   The new models of funding now being launched, including consortium funding, where many angel investors band together, and lab-tomarket models being offered by i2India, are expected to bridge this gap. 
   For instance, Seeders is set to invest between 8-15 lakh in two technology product start-ups that will give away only a fifth of their ownership (approximately 12-20%) in favour of the fledgling incubator. “Money is the cheapest thing we bring to the table,” says Mr Nadhani, who will offer start-ups mentoring from a board of advisors and linkages to networks of venture capitalists to fuel further growth. 
   “We will look at deals alongside others such as the Mumbai Angels and the TiE Angels in Silicon Valley,” says Mr Babu of Hyderabad Angels. 
   GrowVC is also expected to leverage a similar network when they collaborate with groups such as the Indian Angel Network and formal venture firms including IndiaCo Ventures based in Pune. “IndiaCo has committed to invest $5 million to the virtual fund and we expect this to pave the way for other VCs to join the fund,” says Satish Kataria, managing director of Springboard Ventures, the Indian partners of GrowVC. The crowdfunding network has the option to invest up to $1 million in a single start-up with money drawn from a pool of investors including individuals, angel networks and VC firms with an aim to create a virtual “e-Bay of start-ups”. 
   Meanwhile, Technovate India, the centre being set up by i2India, will focus on channelling research from Indian universities into commercial businesses and provide capital to fund specific activities such as market research and prototype development. 
   Apart from being the Indian associate of Imperial Innovations — a $500-million company created by Imperial College, UK, to commercialise its in-house research — the centre will also partner with other universities such as the CSIR, IITs and IISc. “About 80% of research in India comes from public institutions. We need to get this to the market,” says Deepam Mishra, chief executive officer of i2India Ventures. He expects the fund to target innovations in areas such as energy, food, water, affordable healthcare and climate change management. 
   The centre will offer researchers the ability to test the market acceptance for their product prototype and get a competitive analysis and check the viability of patenting the product. “Ideas from Labs typically fall into a valley of death. Our idea is to ensure that more ideas get funnelled out into commercial use,” says Mr Mishra. 
   Once such ideas from a lab are found to be commercially viable, Technovate will identify entrepreneurs who can take the idea to market in the form of a full-fledged business. “This will be the entrepreneur-in-residence model,” says Mr Mishra. The centre has about 6-7 such prototypes ready for an EIR. 
   The lack of understanding about the business by the scientific and engineering community is a gap that other investors are noticing as well. “They do not actually learn business at engineering colleges,” says Mr Saraf, who feels start-up entrepreneurs will need to understand the intricacies of negotiating and structuring deals that can help take their ideas into big businesses. 
   Entrepreneur-turned-investor Nadhani expects to do just that when he invests and mentors a clutch of about twenty young companies. “I launched my own company when I was 17, and have kept it free from investors and venture capital in the eight years since then,” says Nadhani, who feels he can now share that learning with more entrepreneurs seeking to find their own pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. 
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